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              Introduction 
Indian writing in English (abbreviated IWE), that is, the mass of English writing by 
Indians and diaspora writers of Indian origin, appeared in the early 19th century, the 
colonial period, and now has a history of more than 150 years. However, it has long been 
neglected or underestimated as a half-caste literature or an unpromising minority 
literature. In 1981, Salman Rushdie published the book Midnight Children, which was 
evaluated as one of the best novels in Booker Prize history. After the publication of the 
novel, so-called “Indian English literature” was published one after another. However, 
Indian English literature was not just a fad: it is clear as their creative activities have been 
escalating, not weakening, even 30 years after the publication of Midnight Children. Also, 
the world-renowned Indian writers and Indian-descent writers continue succeeding. Many 
promising Indian writers such as Vikram Seth (1952- ), Rohinton Mistry (1952- ), Githa 
Hariharan (1954- ), Amitav Ghosh (1956- ), Shashi Taroor (1956- ), Arundhati Roy 
(1961- ), Kiran Desai (1971- ) appeared in quick succession after Rushdie, with novels 
that won international awards and were widely acclaimed around the world. Nowadays, 
IWE is one of the most powerful English literatures comprising postcolonial literature, 
and keeps on creating crucial novels to contribute to the world literature. 
 Indian women’s writings which describe women’s situations is one of the cores of 
IWE, and their writings show their uniqueness in women’s physical representations. 
Indian women writers have long been neglected but are now the subject of academic 
research, reflecting the resurgence of feminist critiques in India. After Independence 
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women writers finally began to receive their due, with Kamala Markandaya and 
Nayantara Sahgal in the 1950s, then Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Attia Hosain, and Anita Desai 
in the 1960s. In the 1970s, Bharati Mukherjee, Padma Peraira, Nergis Dalal, Bapsi 
Sidhawa, Githa Mehta, Uma Vasdev, and Sunita Jain joined them, followed by Shashi 
Deshpande, Dina Mehta, Shobha De, Githa Hariharan, Namita Gokhale, Manju Kapoor, 
Shauna Singh Baldwin, Anita Nair, Chitra Divakarni, Meena Arora Nayak, and Advaita 
Kala, as well as two Booker Prize winners, Aruhdhati Roy and Kiran Desai. 
Women’s situations differ in India, and their realities are described in different ways 
from British and American literature. However, Euro-centric gender studies have not 
focused on the representations of Indian women who struggle to seek for their subjectivity 
in the conflicts between a desire for freedom and a sense of duty regarding traditional 
women’s roles, as well as for their communion with other women for survival. Indian 
women writers deal with such gender issues as a woman’s right to control her own body 
and sexuality, as abuse against widows and child marriages, and dowry murders which 
are forms of violence peculiar to an Indian society and closely related to the suppressive 
marriage system in patriarchal Indian society, as well as violence during political or 
religious conflicts, rapes, and sexual harassments. They show how women are expected 
to be long-suffering as Sita (Rama’s wife in Ramayana), the image of perfect womanhood. 
They also deal with the theme of female subjectivity, finding ways beyond the traditional 
image of Sita. They represent the female body in ways that highlight predicaments 
peculiar to Indian culture, in uniquely different ways from other writers around the world. 
Their writings show their uniqueness in women’s physical representations, which is 
created by women writers’ success in Indian English literature. Among them, I find the 
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bodily representations in Bapsi Sidhwa (1938- ), Githa Hariharan, and Arundhati Roy’s 
fictions compelling. They describe the reality of patriarchal control of a woman’s body 
and sexuality and show Indian English literature’s unique attraction. Bapsi Sidhawa, an 
Indo-Pakistani American immigrant novelist of Parsi descent, was born in Karach, India 
(now Pakistan) in 1938 before the Indo-Pakistani Partition. She was brought up and 
educated in Lahore, India (now Pakistan). Her major works are Ice-Candy-Man and 
Water: A Novel, for which she received the Premio Mondello for Foreign Authors. She 
collaborated in the filming of Water: A Novel with an Indo-Canadian director and 
screenwriter, Deepa Mehta who is well-known for her trilogy of films: Fire (1996) Earth-
1947 (1998), a Partition novel, and Water (2005). Githa Hariharan, a writer, editor, and 
activist, was born in Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, India in 1954, and educated in Bombay, 
Manila and the United States. The thousand Faces of Night won the Commonwealth 
Writer’s Prize for Best First Novel. Arudhati Roy, a novelist, script writer, and political 
activist, was born is in Shillong, Assam in 1961. She was educated in Kottayam, Tamil 
Nadu, and Delhi, where she majored in architecture. She is best known for her first novel 
The God of Small Things, which won the Man Booker Prize for fiction in 1997.  
Indian woman writers have come to deal with the issues of a suppressive marriage 
through representation of Sita-like self-denying and long-suffering women. Many modern 
Indian women writers deal with the theme of female subjectivity, finding ways beyond 
the traditional image of Sita. Among them Sidhwa, Hariharan, and Roy are widely 
acclaimed both in India and abroad as the fact shows that their works were translated into 
many languages, or published in different countries.  
Here, I focused on five novels by them and analyze how differently women’s 
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physical representations are described: Bapsi Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man (1988) and 
Water: A Novel (2006); Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997); Githa 
Hariharan’s The Thousand Faces of Night (1992) and “The Remains of the Feast” (1992), 
a short story which is included in The Art of Dying (1993). 
We find their female narratives with unique bodily representations rarely seen in 
other Indian female writers. Sidhwa’s novels describes young disabled girl’s sexuality or 
a young child widow’s exploited sexuality. Hariharan describes an old dying widow’s 
hungry-ghost-like rebellious body in jouissance or a young wife’s unproductive bleeding 
body. Roy describes a rebellious devocee’s forbidden love with the untouchable youth or 
incest between the twins. These three writers show their mother-and-daughter fiction in 
different ways, and Hariharan’s “The Remains of the Feast” tells the story with very 
unique representation and structure rarely seen in other writers. These three writers deal 
with young woman’s or girl’s genderization, sexual awakening, and subject formation, 
creating female Bildungsroman (the genre which came to include female experiences 
following the rise of gender studies) in different ways.  
Women’s situations differ in India. Violence against women which includes 
domestic violence, violence during wars and political or religious conflicts, rapes, and 
sexual harassments exists wherever women have been treated as second-class citizens and 
power is abused to control them and sustain male supremacy, but it is particularly acute 
in male-dominated Indian society, where women themselves internalize a suppressive 
idea of wifehood, or womanhood, namely the belief that women should be submissive to 
men, based on the Laws of Manu: “In childhood a woman should be under her father’s 
control, in youth under her husband, and when her husband is dead, under her son’s” 
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(5.148). The Laws of Manu also says, “By a girl, by a young woman, or even by an aged 
one, nothing must be done independently, even in her own house” (5.147). Thus, a woman 
is allowed to exist just relationally, and her subject formation is out of the question. 
In Difficult Daughters (2002) Manju Kapur represents how Ida, her protagonist 
struggles to be a “model daughter”, divorces after a disastrous marriage and becomes 
“nothing, husbandless, childless” (italics mine), living on “the margin of society” (258). 
This “husbandlessness” seems to be the key term, indicating how a woman is 
marginalized and becomes the victim of cruel violence.  
As Indian women have been fed for generations the idea of an ideal womanhood 
codified in these Laws, they find it difficult to break silence, by complaining about her 
torment. Thus, are they expected to accept long-suffering in silence. An example of such 
a woman in myth is Sita, a chaste, patient, self-denying, long suffering wife. She is a 
symbol of an ideal wife, an image of perfect womanhood whom all Hindu women should 
model themselves on.  
Sita is an overpowering idol for both men and women in India, however she herself 
is a battered woman. She is abducted and incessantly threatened with violation by Ravana. 
Though she risks her life and resists Ravana, Rama does not value her moral strength, and 
publicly humiliates her. She suffers from Rama’s unjust doubt about her purity, and risks 
her life again by throwing herself on a pyre, but escapes death, and proves her purity. Sita 
can thus be seen as a suppressive image of a female body, a culturally inscribed text with 
gendered symbols to control women—from female foeticide and unwanted pregnancy to 
forced dowry, sati and child marriage. Indian woman writers have come to deal with the 
issues of a suppressive marriage through representation of Sita-like self-denying and 
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long-suffering women.  
The Sita story is a fantasy with no solid foundation, a myth created by patriarchal 
power to control women. It is a cultural product, but it is so ingeniously devised and 
naturalized that women themselves have not been able to avoid internalizing it. In fact, 
Sita became an icon of the myth of self-denying womanhood. Male-dominated society 
has long exercised its power to control and suppress female sexuality. From this viewpoint, 
a desiring woman is thought to be abnormal and labeled a dangerous witch; abducted 
women are called fallen women; widows are prevented from remarrying. However, as a 
cultural product, the Sita myth can be deconstructed by creating a counter-narrative. This 
is an essential reappropriation, allowing women to unlearn a Sita myth. 
Some Indian writers seek for an anti-Sita figure who can defy the burden of this 
unattainable bodily image, this double-bound image. Certain figures in modern fiction by 
Hariharan, Roy and Sidhwa offer themselves as alternative models. In them we can now 
find women who challenge the Sita model, providing a discourse which subverts the 
image of the self-denying wife, which may empower them to reduce the level of violence.   
                            Chapter 1 
Indian widows who are denied of personhood, are the most marginalized beings, as 
seen in the tradition of forced suttee, and they are represented in many Indian novels both 
in English and regional languages. The widow integrates all the discrimination against 
women in India. Bapsi Sidhwa’s Water: A Novel (2006) is based on the film by Deepa 
Mehta. Strikingly, Sidhwa focuses on the sexuality of widows in her novel. The film deals 
with the problematic theme of love and remarriage, but Sidhwa focuses more on the 
forbidden theme of widows' sexuality in a variety of ways. Sidhwa successfully shows 
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that the widow’s body is a space in which the contradictory meanings of her sexuality are 
exploited for the convenience of a patriarchal society. 
Sidhwa’s novel tells the story of Chuiya, a child widow, and of other widows around 
her who are sent to an ashram by a river in Rawalpur. The story is set in 1936 when a law 
allowing widows to remarry had just been passed, and when Gandhi was leading a mass 
movement for freedom from British rule.  
This is also a forbidden love story of Kalyani, which tragically ends with her suicide. 
Kalyani is the only widow who is permitted to avoid shaving her hair, that traditional 
humiliation which suggests the deprivation of femininity and sexuality. She is sent to so-
called clients across the river, by Madhumati, the boss of the ashram. She falls in love 
with Narayan, a liberated Hindu young man who supports Gandhi’s views and leadership. 
However, on the way to his parent' house across the river, she learns that one of the clients 
is her lover’s father. She finds no course of action other than committing suicide.  
Chuiya’s sexuality is also an important part of the story. After Kalyani’s death, 
Madhumati takes advantage of her ignorance and homesickness and sends her to a client’s 
house. Shakuntala, who plays the role of Chuiya’s caring mother, decides to put her in 
Gandhi’s care.  
Through Shakuntala’s doubts about the status of widows and the governing rules 
and taboos widows have to suffer, Sidhwa shows the problematic relationship between a 
woman’s discrimination and her religion, or rather the tradition which benefits Brahmins. 
Sidhwa gets to the heart of the problem of how a widow’s sexuality is suppressed, or 
cursed, or abused for the convenience for men. The widow’s body, which should be 
asexual, is assigned the role of a seduced body, full of voracious desires, and Narayan’s 
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father’s selfish, unfaithful body is seen as possessing the power to bless the inauspicious 
widow’s body. We can also see how the widow’s sexuality is abused through the story of 
the assaults Madhumati suffers after her husband’s death. She is raped by her brother-in-
law for a week and discarded.  
The widow is not permitted to wear ornaments and colourful saris. She also has 
to shave her head. In this way, her body is deprived of femininity and sexuality, being 
codified as an asexual being, or dehumanized nonbeing. However, this deprivation itself 
evokes a Brahmin man’s hypocritical desire. Thus, the widow, whether she is young or 
not, is labelled as dangerous because it has power to allure men.  
Sidhwa also positively delineates the widow’s body with power to allure men not 
only through Kalyani’s but also through other widows’ bodies. Sadananda, a priest who 
preaches widows, is overwhelmed by their bodies, ripe beneath coarse, loosely-spun saris. 
Here we find not the shadowy widows’ bodies but the substantial human bodies which 
cannot be annihilated by any suppressive system and laws.  
Indian writers and writers of Indian origin have tried to expose the cruel reality of 
the tragedy of widowhood in different ways. Sidhwa more daringly deals with this taboo 
theme of widows’ sexuality than the other writers, and successfully shows how the 
widow’s body is a space in which the contradictory meanings of her sexuality are 
exploited for the convenience of a patriarchal society. She also challenges to delineate the 
widow’s body in jouissance through Kalyani’s love, though it was aborted. 
Githa Hariharan’s “The Remains of the Feast” (1992) is also a story of an old 
widow who suddenly revolts against Brahmin culture by violating a food taboo. This 
novel tells her great grand-daughter’s metaphorical rebirth as a narrator breaks the silence 
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of the untold story of a Brahmin widow’s life in the context of mother-and-daughter 
fiction. In this sense, Hariharan’s narrative is very unique and subversive.  
Rukumini demands all the food and things she has been forbidden as if this were 
her way to tell her untold story of anger, pain, and sadness to Ratna, her accomplice. In 
this novel, we also find mother-and-daughter stories with unique bodily representations 
rarely seen in western novels. “The Remains of the Feast” represents a fictional landscape 
in which a mother and daughter can live together without being devoured and without 
being the other. This text has a double narrative, one focusing on the revolting body, the 
other on the abject, and they constitute ambivalent messages in terms of female 
subjectivity. This structure raises a question in the context of mother-and-daughter fiction 
about the revolting maternal body and whether the desiring subject can sustain 
subjectivity.  
This text also represents how Ratna, a metaphorical daughter attached to her mother 
figure (Rukumini), struggles to separate herself to form her own female subjectivity. 
Hariharan's text almost attains subversiveness, but this is reversed when the absent mother 
is transformed into a ghostly presence, a dominating voice, so that the daughter is 
cocooned in the deadly space of numbness.  
However, there is another turn of the screw, which entices us to reread from the 
ending toward the beginning, a cyclic rereading. Here begins again Ratna’s narrative of 
her great grandmother’s revolt, and the absent body is no longer the abject, but the source 
of the daughter’s narrative, the female “voice.” Ratna tells the story of the rebellious 
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maternal body and regains union with her through narrative.  
    Ratna’s subject formation should be achieved through her separation from an 
annihilating maternal body. Ratna airs Rukmini’s room and fills her cupboard with thick 
books, which does not suggest her rejection of the maternal body, but suggests her step to 
her rebirth as a narrator of mother’s untold story. This is the way Ratna identifies with the 
maternal body through her searching for the mother’s entrails of memories.  
                        Chapter 2 
The God of Small Things tells the forbidden love between a high-caste Syrian 
divocee and an untouchable youth through her twins’ eyes, which causes the separation 
of Ammu’s twin brother and sister. Not many Indian writers deal with female sexuality 
and much less a desiring woman. The way Roy deals with sexuality, coupled with the 
issue of caste is also politically revolutionary. The way Roy deals with the female body 
and sexuality in the context of a Bildungsroman is strikingly unique. The God of Small 
Things is a very unusual Bildungsroman, from the perspective of a traditional definition 
of a Bildungsroman, since it ends with the twins’ incestuous love. The way the universal 
theme of separation for selfhood formation is uniquely structured and represented in the 
context of their mother’s sexual desire. 
The God of Small Things explores how the female body itself challenges a society 
which sees female sexual desire as subversive, as something which violates the social 
order and needs to be controlled or suppressed. Ammu transgresses the borderlines of 
gender and caste, thus making her desire a rebellious act against the social order. The way 
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we see Ammu’s body revive in the forbidden union is exquisitely detailed, with a 
jouissance that defies despair and fear.  
While Ammu and Velutha glimpse an elusive vision of union, the incestuous love of 
the twins makes them realize how far they have come apart in the individuation process 
that ends their childhood. It is significant that even though the love between Ammu and 
Velutha is prohibited and causes harsh social sanctions, it leads to “infinite joy.” 
The twins break the “Love Laws” as Ammu and Velutha violate the Hindu taboo. 
The twin’s union, which suggests their unconscious attachment and retreat to “the single 
Siamese soul” causes a hideous grief of self-awareness at their separation, which results 
from the way the Laws operate in society. Both couples violate the Love Laws, but Ammu 
and Velutha’s erotic love, which challenges a Hindu taboo, has a subversive power. The 
twins’ union is their initiation into the world, while Ammu and Velutha’s love is a 
challenge against the laws. This strengthens the value of Ammu and Velutha’s subversive 
power of love. 
Roy’s twins violate the universal law on which the social order is based, however, 
this is the way for them to accept the ineluctability of separation any child must accept. 
The twins, who were forced to be separated when they thought that they were still one, 
could not grow up properly, withdrawing themselves from a society. It may seem 
contradictory, their forbidden union is the initial step toward their selfhood formation.                                                
Chapter 3 
One of the main themes of Indian women’s writings is female subjectivity. 
Hariharan deals with an issue of barrenness and subject formation based on the ideology 
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of motherhood which is so insidiously systematized that we may not notice how we divide 
mothers of sons and barren women. But Hariharan’s text impressively exposes this reality 
through its representations of bleeding female bodies.  
The story focuses on how Devi, the protagonist suffers from infertility and, 
struggles to find her own way of life. Each female character suffers from traumatic 
humiliation, guilt, and alienation from her own body, processes which originate in 
menarche, and through these representations, she not only exposes how women are 
suppressed but also creates a narrative that challenges the ideology of womanhood.  
Hariharan challenges traditional feminist positions, which have tended to bemoan 
the corporeality of menstruation as the source of women’s oppression or to celebrate it as 
a sign of the power of the reproductive body. The non-reproductive female body, in its 
sterility, seems to have been neglected. But Hariharan’s narratives challenge the 
reproductive ideology that equates menstruation with defilement or motherhood from 
different perspectives.  
In The Thousand Faces of Night female bodies are not represented as objects of 
admiration because of their reproductive capacity. Instead, in this story we find women 
who are negated as barren or rebellious who fight against motherhood, which means, in 
the case of Devi, a refusal to be a reproductive tool for a man of the privileged Brahmin 
caste. Devi’s rebellious barren and menstruating body has a subversive power, 
challenging the traditional reproductive equation of menstruation with motherhood.  
                         Chapter 4 
This study also takes up fiction dealing with the sexual lines related to Partition. 
13 
 
The Partition inevitably makes one face women’s issues, and cruel violence against 
women is one crucial theme of writing on the Partition. Sidhwa’s Ice-Candy-Man (1988) 
is a Partition novel within the framework of a female Bildungsroman. It is not only a 
modern version of Sita’s tale, but also the story of an aggressor and a story of friendship 
among women. Ice-Candy-Man is strikingly unique in its way of making this story of 
complicity finally a story of a protagonist’s growth. 
The Partition traumatized many people with guilt as well as fear, rage, and hatred 
generated by religious strife. Ice-Candy-Man is one of them; he represents every 
traumatized person. His revenge seems to be twisted because of his unrequited love for 
Ayah, a Hindu woman. Ice-Candy-Man allures Lenny to be an accomplice in the 
abduction of Ayah. Her multilayered story of initiation is delineated in connection to Ice-
Candy-Man’s enigmatic character. Lenny becomes aware of the reality of women and her 
gender through Ayah and others labeled “fallen women”, and realizes what being 
gendered means in a society in which the will of men controls women’s sexuality. But 
more importantly she is awakened to “the formidable power” of Godmother, a positive 
image of the female body. ICM forces Lenny to open her eyes to “the unscrupulous nature 
of desire” and to “the pitiless face of love”, which are both lawless. This awakening comes 
after the battle between ICM and Godmother, who exposes how he has treated Ayah. 
Godmother appeals to the police, and rescue Ayah, arranging for her to be accommodated 
in a camp.  
This novel becomes a powerful narrative of women fighting against communal 
violence against women. Mother-and-daughter fiction tended to focus on a daughter’s 
subject formation under the control of dominating or castrated mothers. According to 
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Freudian theory, the mother cannot transmit to her daughter a culturally accessible and 
respected image of woman. Sidhwa delineates natural or spiritual good mothers for Lenny 
to identity with who are neither phallic mothers nor castrated mothers. 
                       Conclusion 
The female body in the Third World and the black female body were long neglected, 
which leads to the rise of transnational feminism. Differences of race, class, ethnicity, and 
religion should matter in terms of gender issues. Indian women writers’ voices also should 
be heard in dialogue with other women with different issues of ethnicity, sexuality, and 
race. The unique and powerful representation of female bodies burdened with issues 
peculiar to Indian culture as well as universal issues should contribute to the studies of 
transnational feminism. 
In Ice-Candy-Man, Sidhwa creates a powerful myth of women’s friendships. 
Hariharan also portrays a sisterhood among women who share the same existential crisis, 
and she creates a new bodily image different from the bleeding female bodies defiled, 
isolated, or exploited for reproduction. Hariharan’s depiction of a bleeding community is 
strategically powerful as an image of a communion in which women can share their 
painful or joyful experiences and understand their bodies, a communion that allows 
women to rebel against a suppressive system and to build on their new empowerment. 
This might be an overly optimistic utopian essentialism, but it can be a strategic 
essentialism, giving a space for all women to struggle against a suppressive system jointly. 
This can be a counter-narrative which deconstructs the Sita myth, an essential 
reappropriation which allows women to unlearn it.  
